Closely related species of songbirds often show large differences in song syntax, suggesting that major innovations in syntax must sometimes arise and spread. Here we examine the response of male and female swamp sparrows, Melospiza georgiana, to an innovation in song syntax produced by males of this species. Young male swamp sparrows that have been exposed to tutor songs with experimentally increased trill rates reproduce these songs with periodic silent gaps (Podos 1996 , Animal Behaviour, 51, 1061 -1070 . This novel temporal pattern, termed 'broken syntax', has been demonstrated to transmit across generations (Podos et al. 1999, Animal Behaviour, 58, 93-103) . We show here that adult male swamp sparrows respond more strongly in territorial playback tests to songs with broken syntax than to heterospecific songs, and equally strongly to conspecific songs with normal and broken syntax. In tests using the solicitation display assay, adult female swamp sparrows respond more to broken syntax than to heterospecific songs, although they respond significantly less to conspecific songs with broken syntax than to those with normal syntax. We conclude that sexual selection by female choice is in this case conservative, acting against the spread of innovation. The conservative effect of female preferences must sometimes be overcome, however, to allow the evolution of the major structural differences in song observed between species.
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Among the many kinds of signals animals use to communicate, the songs of songbirds stand out for their complexity and variety. Songs of closely related species often differ radically both in the structure of the elements that compose the song ('phonology') and in the pattern in which these elements are presented ('syntax'). In the clade of New World sparrows that we study, for example, even sister species can have songs with very different structures (Fig. 1) . How has this diversity arisen? Because song is a learned trait, most approaches to answering to this question invoke models of cultural evolution derived from population genetics models: variation arises as the result of copy error when song is transmitted across generations, and over time, song evolves as the result of drift or selection acting on this variation (Nottebohm 1972; Slater 1986 Slater , 1989 Kroodsma 1996; Lynch 1996; Payne 1996) . Consistent with this view, longitudinal studies of wild bird populations have documented evolutionary changes occurring over only a few generations in a variety of song features, including the fine structure of notes (Jenkins 1978; Grant & Grant 1996) , the addition, deletion or reordering of notes (Ince et al. 1980; Payne 1996) , or the blending of notes from multiple models (Slater 1989; Payne 1996) .
Copy error, drift and selection may account for local dialectical differences or population 'traditions' in song (Thielcke 1972; Slater 1986; Martens 1996) , but it is not clear whether these processes are sufficient to account for the large structural differences observed between species in a clade of birds (e.g. Fig. 1 ), for two reasons. First, in both field and laboratory studies, changes in song structure observed across generations tend to be minor and occur largely at the level of phonological differences, as compared to variation observed among species, which often includes major syntactical differences as well. This problem is analogous to the difficulty in explaining macroevolutionary patterns on the basis of microevolutionary processes. Second, available evidence suggests that cultural selection and biological selection on song are both strongly stabilizing. Young songbirds typically show a strong preference for learning songs that 
